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Few words can conjure up memories of an era as well as the word ‘Austerity’ does for the 2010s.  
In the wake of the global financial crisis, policy-makers around the world were forced to consider 
ways to save costs and the institutions that help out societies run were put under tremendous 
pressure. In a time of significant mental strain, with many around the world facing a loss of 
disposable income, increased debt and unemployment, governments also faced tough decisions 
regarding the funding they allocated to social protection, public services and healthcare.  
 
It was uncontroversial to predict that suicides would rise in this period. A study by Stuckler et al 
(2009) warned that historically a 3% rise in unemployment could be associated with a 2.4%  
increase in murders and suicides in people under the age of 64. In the wake of the new recession, 
they predicted an excess of at least 290 deaths by suicide in the UK, leading the BBC to announce: 
“Expect suicides' with recession” 
BBC News (2009) 
 
Indeed, suicides began to rise measurably in this period not only in the UK but throughout the 
world. A study by Chang et al (2013) showed in 2009 alone, the global economic crisis had resulted 
in approximately 4884 excess deaths by suicide across the 54 countries studied.  
 
Ultimately, much of the recession passed and its effects are - to many people - of a less pressing 
concern than they once were. However, the threat of future recessions and the danger this poses to 
the mental health of our societies should never be neglected; indeed, governments should be keenly 
aware of this threat and strategize to mitigate dangers. It is perhaps unsurprising that in the years 
following the recession, sociologists would begin to worry not only that the economic turmoil of 
the time, but government policy relating to austerity were beginning to have a measurable 
negative impact on people’s lives, ultimately contributing to increased risk of suicide. 
 
In order to evaluate whether this is the case, we must look at the historical record with a frank, 
analytical eye. Although clear-cut cause-and-effect patterns are indeed unlikely to be found, it may 
be the case that factors that exacerbate or mitigate suicide risk can be unearthed.  
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Is it then possible to put forward a model which conceptualises the mechanics and dynamics 





In order to express the dynamics of austerity and suicide risk, we first need to consult the existing 
research literature and hear from a wide array of perspectives on the issue. It is only then that we 
can attempt to create a model as valid and inclusive as the Paes-Sousa et al (2019) model (below). 
Figure 1: Impacts of the crisis/austerity compound on health 
 
 
Source : Paes-Sousa et al, 2019, p 4378 
 
The model above is concerned with the effects of austerity on general morbidity. It creates a 
strong representation of complex relationships seen throughout a societal system. Many of the 
factors shown in Paes-Sousa et al’s model have been shown to correlate to increased rates of 
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suicides and in cases, preventative measures showed mitigation of these effects; For example, 
Inoue et al (2014) note that drops in disposable income correlated with suicides rates in men but 
did not see a similar trend in women. A study by Mattei and Pistoresi (2019) showed that an 
association existed between suicide and unemployment but that it could be weakened through 
increased public spending. 
 
Might it be possible to make a model that is as straightforward and inclusive as Paes-Sousa et al’s 
but one that focuses, not on general mortality, but specifically on the various dynamics at play 
when austerity policies contribute to suicide risk?  Rather than a model showing ‘Impacts of the 
crisis/austerity compound on health’, would it also be possible to create a model that illustrates 




Austerity affects many aspects of society in ways both dramatic and subtle and as such, any 
investigation of austerity’s effect on mental health and suicide must be done in full awareness of 
the various mechanisms at play and sensitivity to which of these aspects are more influential than 
others. Austerity and recession represent a shock that can be felt throughout the entire systems of 
society and an evaluation of where this system breaks down can be instructive in reminding us of 
the significance of society’s institutions and how their complex relationship can ultimately save 
lives.  
 
There is also, at the heart of the argument, a tug-of-war between research philosophies. To what 
extent can we rely purely on statistical data without the voices of the affected individual being 
heard? Conversely, to what extent can we allow the narrative of a handful of individuals to speak 
for the masses? 
 
In order to explore the validity of these different perspectives, we will closely examine two papers 
that make various claims about austerity and suicide albeit from contrasting viewpoints; Firstly, a 
statistical analysis of suicide under Greek austerity:  ‘The Impact of Fiscal Austerity on Suicide: 
On the Empirics of a Modern Greek Tragedy’ by Antonakakis and Collins (2014).  - and then 
6 
compare it to a paper from a largely phenomenological perspective - ‘Dead people don't claim’: 
a psychopolitical autopsy of UK austerity suicides’ by China Mills (2016). 
 
Comparing a phenomenological work with an empirical one may be instructive in the sense that it 
illuminates the strengths and weaknesses inherent in each approach and also the various 
philosophical and methodological considerations the authors must take to present their claims.  
 
Of course, suicide is an extremely complex, multi-faceted issue with a myriad of mitigating and 
aggravating factors - factors that may affect two given individuals in completely different ways.  
When arguments suggesting cause and effect are put forward, we must ask ourselves not only 
whether they make logical or intuitive sense, but whether a correlative relationship can be shown 
through available data or whether a precedent for such phenomena has been firmly established 
elsewhere in the world. We must ask: Would these claims prove themselves to be applicable 
globally?  If not, what is it about the situations of one country that make austerity more dangerous 





Before we begin any analysis into the relationship between austerity and suicide we must be very 
delicate in our understanding of the terms we are to use going forward.  
  
Regarding ‘Austerity’, Antonakakis and Collins (2014) offer a definition that is sound and 
uncontroversial.  
 
“ Fiscal austerity refers to measures taken by governments (during downturns of economic 
activity) to reduce expenditures and increase tax revenues in an attempt to cut excessive 
levels of government budget deficits and debts.” 
-Antonakakis and Collins,( 2014, p.1) 
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There are a few implications of adopting such a definition. Firstly, it means acknowledging the 
broad nature of the term ‘austerity’; how it acts as an umbrella term for many more specific budget 
cuts - including reductions to government spending on healthcare, social protection, public 
services, education and environmental protection - But does not prompt us to give priority to any 
of these aspects in particular. These aspects are subsets to the larger group known as ‘austerity’ 
and scrutiny must be given to claims that refer to subset for the group as if they were 
interchangeable. 
 
Another concern is that this definition specifies that austerity is seen in government policies that 
are made in response to economic downturn and recession. Again, if adopting this definition 
strictly, scrutiny has to be paid that the policies criticised in research works have a clear direct link 
with recession. If it is conceivable that such policies would have been implemented even without 
the impetus of a recession, perhaps because they are consistent with the established patterns of 
behaviour from the parties in power - Can we truly argue that this is ‘austerity?’ or would it not be 
more precise to argue against ‘Fiscally conservative’ policies more generally? 
 
Ethical and Semantic Considerations 
 
In many respects, to suggest that austerity leads to excess suicide rates is the strongest counter-
austerity argument that can be made. Although other indicators can be used, the suicide rate of a 
country, in particular, cuts to the heart of the matter: Are people suffering as a result of national 
budget restrictions? 
 
However, whilst suicide rates indeed present a strong counter-austerity argument, it must almost 
be acknowledged that such a line of argument is fraught with numerous pitfalls.  
Firstly, it is all too easy to conflate austerity measures with the economic impact of the recession 
itself. This is a particular challenge to anyone wishing to argue that austerity leads to more suicides 
because numerous pieces of research have shown that the recession itself, through increased 
unemployment contributes to higher suicide rates (Milner et al 2013, Blakely et al 2003, Kaufman 
et al 2020, Mattei & Pistoresi 2019). To argue that austerity,  distinct from the recession, itself 
bears the responsibility requires careful disentanglement of the terms.  
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Secondly, assigning blame or causation to suicide is itself fraught with difficulty. Suicide is an 
incredibly complex, varied and individualistic phenomena and as such, tremendous caution must 
be taken when trying to establish casual links of any kind. In the case of austerity, establishing a 
link to suicide rates inevitably forms a weighty political accusation that says: The particular 
policies of the government at the time caused avoidable death and distress.  
 
On Comparing The UK and Greece 
 
The two papers discussed here focus on different countries: The United Kingdom and Greece. 
There are a few reasons this may be of particular value.  
 
Firstly, because of the availability of research material. Critics and academics of both countries 
have been particularly vocal in what they perceive to be the negative consequences of austerity 
and as such a substantial body of research has been produced from both Greece and the United 
Kingdom respectively.  
 
Secondly, there may be instructive findings due to the vastly different scale and the form in which 
austerity was presented. It is important, particularly when using a term as vague and encompassing 
as ‘austerity’ not to assume that one country’s model of austerity is ‘default’ or ‘de facto’. The 
drastic and abrupt nature of Greek austerity when compared to the more gradual, ‘chronic’ 
austerity of the United Kingdom gives us an additional dimension to our investigation; In regards 
to suicide, it may lead us to look closely as to whether the pacing at which austerity occurs is 
perhaps as significant as its magnitude. Beyond austerity, what are the aggravating and mitigating 
factors? Are deaths proportional to the amount of austerity seen in each country?  
 
Thirdly, as we are looking at suicide through the model of systemic strengths and shortcomings, it 
is important to look at two countries that have both comparable similarities and significant 
differences in their institutional makeup, the extent of their economic hardships as well as their 
cultural norms.  
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Indeed, Greece and the United Kingdom naturally have huge and profound differences that make 
any generalisation between the two limited and, to a degree, problematic.  
 
Figure 2 : Total Suicide Rates (per 100,000 persons) 2004 - 2016  
 
Source: OECD (2021) 
 
First of all, any academic discussion of Greek suicide must first establish the many ways that the 
Greek situation is exceptional even among European neighbours. As shown in Figure 2, Greece 
has had a remarkably low suicide rate in the years leading up to the economic crisis; lower than 
all other EU countries. This is important to mention because it establishes the extent to which 
Greece is exceptional, especially when compared to the rest of neighbouring Europe. Even in 2014, 
when the Greek suicide rate reached 4.7, this is still significantly lower than the second-lowest rate 
among European nations - Italy- which at that time had a rate of 6. (OECD, 2021)   
 
Why is the suicide rate of Greece as low as it is? Although there is little empirical research on the 
subject, folk theories point to factors such as tighter family bonds, a more carefree attitude to life 
and work as well as the effect of a sunnier climate (Zacharakis et al, 1998).  Eskin (2020) theorizes 
that suicide has been heavily stigmatized by the Islamic influence sweeping the Mediterranian 
although this does little to justify such low rates in a primarily Christian nation such as Greece.  
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It is also important to acknowledge the difference between British and Greek austerity:  













Source: OECD (2021) 
Figure 4:Central government spending (%) Greece, 2008 - 2018 
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Source: OECD (2021) 
The dataset above shows us some important distinctions in the UK and Greek systems, both in the 
periods leading up to the recession and into periods of austerity. 
What might stand out as pertinent to our investigation is the difference in public spending on social 
protection in particular, for which the UK allocates roughly a third of its central government 
spending but that  Greece allocates below 10% the years leading up to 2014, at which point it 
plateaus at 11.68% in 2016, but dramatically plummeting to 2.9% by 2016.   
Inversely, the percentage allotted by the Greek government for ‘General Public Services’ is over 
three times that of the UK government. An observer may also notice that it is the same ‘General 
Public Services’ that displays the sharpest decrease in response to the economic crisis, at which 
point it would seem the budget allocated for Public Services are diverted to ‘Economic Affairs’, 
which sees a dramatic spike going from 8.02% in 2011 up to 30.3% by 2013. 
Viewing government spending in this form can, at best, shed some light as to the strategies and 
priorities adopted by governments in times of panic and crisis. It does, however, fail to express an 
important part of the full picture; namely, the extent that government spending has slowed in 
absolute terms.  
 
Figure 5: Central government spending Total (% of GDP) Greece, 1995 - 2018 
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Source: OECD (2021) 
One observation to be made is that the ‘spike’ in government spending seen in Greece in 2013 
corresponds to the sudden increase in Greek spending in economic affairs; meaning that in absolute 
USD terms, the spending on international affairs is significantly higher than it might have appeared 
at first.  
However, a final consideration is the GDP of the two countries at the time; and when factored 
alongside the allocation of government spending and the government spending in terms of % GDP, 
we can then get a picture of how budgets have been affected in terms of absolute USD.  
To put these figures into a different perspective, we can account for the fluctuating GDP and see 
spending in more absolute terms of USD.  
To do this, we follow the equation:  
((GDP in USD ÷100) x %Gov Spending) ÷100 X BA 
 
Where ‘BA’ refers to the ‘Budget allocation’; the percentage by which the central governments of 








Figure 7:Central government spending (%) the UK, 2008 - 2018 
 
 
Source: OECD (2021) 
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Viewed like this, the immediate impression is of the dramatic fluctuations seen in Greek 
government spending - With spending of just under USD 5000 per capita on “economic affairs” 
in 2013. Along with this, we can see a gradual increase in the USD spending of many relevant 
sectors in the UK, notably Health and Social Protection, that are not matched with a similar 
increase in Greece. Presumably, this spending is subject to inflation and therefore any stagnation 
in USD spending may reflect a loss of actual purchasing power.  
Perhaps surprisingly, although Greece shows a sudden increase in ‘economic affairs’ spending and 
its corresponding decrease in general public services, spending on remaining aspects of society 
remains comparatively consistent - At least, when viewed at this magnitude.  
 
 
Now that we have established the key methodological and ethical concerns in comparing our two 




-Part One-  




Greece was hit harder than any other European country, with GDP falling by an alarming 14.59% 
between the year 2009-2012 (OECD, 2021) This impact was partly due to weakness inherent to 
the structure of the Greek economy as a lack of flexibility in regards to monetary policy felt by 
members of the Eurozone.  However, a much larger shock was felt by the international market 
when it was announced by the new government that beforehand Greek’s economical standing had 
been manipulated and that the Greek national deficit was far greater than many had expected. (Ross, 
2016).  
 
Figure 8: Gross Domestic Product (GDP) Total, Us Dollars, capita, 2004 - 2020  
 
Source: OECD (2021) 
 
To reintroduce some element of market stability, the European Troika ( The European Commission 
(EC), the European Central Bank (ECB) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF)). agreed to 
financial bailouts of the Greek economy amounting to hundreds of billions of Euros: 
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“What the government has committed to is a tough, front-loaded program that will correct 
things for the future, although it will take time...There is also an emphasis on fairness, with 
measures to protect the most vulnerable. The authorities are asking the Greek people to 
share the burden fairly across all levels of society,” 
 
Poul Thomsen, Head of IMF negotiating mission to Athens 
(As quoted by IMF, 2010) 
 
Such bailouts were made under the agreement that the Greek government enact sweeping, 
structural reforms along lines that many would consider as Neo-Liberal; A reduction of pension 
payments, increased competitiveness and massive reduction of public sector employment - The 
latter of which was reported on widely, due to what seemed drastic and sudden - The NY Times 
at one point leading with a headline that reads “Greece to Eliminate 15,000 Government Jobs” 















Figure 9: Unemployment rate Total, % of labour force, 2005 - 2019  
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Source: OECD (2021) 
Due to these cuts as well as the wider effects of the recession, unemployment rose dramatically. 
As  Figure 9 shows, although unemployment rose for all of Europe, the impact of the recession 
upon Greek employment rates is dramatic, reaching a high point of 27.5% in 2013. 
 
Figure 10: Proportion Long-Term unemployment within unemployed population (%), 2000 
- 2019   
 
Source: OECD (2021)  
18 
Furthermore, the nature of this unemployment has also changed dramatically, particularly for 
Greece, which saw an increase of over 30% regarding the incidence of long-term unemployment 
between the years 2009 and 2014. Over the same period, the incidence of long-term employment 
also increased in the United Kingdom, albeit by a smaller 10% - although it should be noted that 
this figure dipped back down over the next few years.  
Unfortunately, the effect this had on the financial status of the Greek people was considerable:   
 
Figure 11: Household disposable income Gross adjusted, Us dollars/capita, 2000 - 2019  
 
Source: OECD (2021) 
What Figure 11 makes clear is that the Greek economic crisis was not an abstract matter felt only 
by businesses and institutions; its impact could be felt directly by households and individuals who 
between the years 2009-2013, lost 20% of their disposable income whilst those in the rest of the 
EU (including the UK) gained wealth somewhat steadily.   
This should be cause for concern. The Paes-Sousa et al (2019) model (Figure 1) makes clear the 
link between loss of disposable income and increased morbidity, whilst the work of Inoue et al 
(2014) warn of a link between income loss and suicide, which somewhat predictably, subsequently 
began to rise.  
 
Figure 12: Death by Suicide and Self-inflicted injury by sex (Total)) Greece, 2000 - 2016 
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Source: Hellenistic Statistical Authority 
 
We can see from the data above that after the recession hit in 2007, incidence of suicide rose 
steadily for males, reaching a peak of 450 deaths in 2014. In other words, between the periods of 
2007-2014, Greek male suicides increased by 71.1%. Conversely, female suicides showed a mild 
decrease after the recession, only to increase again from 2010 onwards peaking in 2014 - A period 
showing an increase of 180%. This is then followed by a decrease shown by both genders 










Figure 13:Death by Suicide and Self-inflicted injury by age group (Total) (Both sexes) Greece, 
2000 - 2016 
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Source: The Hellenistic Statistical Authority  
 
The chart above shows a significant trend - Namely, that following the recession, the discrepancy 
in incidence of suicide groups increased between age groups.  
 
Towards the beginning of the new millennium and before the recession, there seemed to be little 
relation between age and the incidence of suicide. However, if we are to colour-code the age-
groups that showed the most dramatic increase following the recession and trend emerges. The age 
groups seemingly most affected by the recession fall between the ages of 40-60 years of age; which 
is here coloured red. On the other hand,  ages furthest away from this band (ie, those younger or 
older.) seem less affected by the recession.  
 
One theory as to why these age groups may have been disproportionately affected comes from 
Economu et al 2013: 
 
“...people aged 55–64 years had to deal with early compulsory retirement in 2011. Research has 
shown that people who approach retirement at the time of an economic crisis are particularly 
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susceptible to stress and uncertainty due to disruptions to their financial preparations and 
reliance on fixed income resources (e.g., pensions), which are subject to market fluctuations.”  
Economu et al (2013) pg 57 
     
    
Figure 14: Death by Suicide and Self-inflicted injury by age group (Total) (Male) Greece, 
2000 - 2016 
 
 
Source: The Hellenistic Statistical Authority 
 
The same trend can be observed when only looking at suicides among males; those within the red 
‘high risk’ age group of 40-60 seem most affected by the recession. This is significant not only in 
and of itself but also because it runs counter to European trends in the same era: As Chang et al 
(2013) point out, rises in suicides among European men were highest in the 15-24 group. Greece, 
however, seems to be showing a pattern more comparable to the Americas.  
 
What other factors were at play in the case of Greek suicides? In order to answer that question, we 
shall delve into one of the most prominent studies on the topic.  
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‘The Impact of Fiscal Austerity on Suicide: On the Empirics of a Modern Greek Tragedy’ 
by Nikolaos Antonakakis and Alan Collins (2014) 
 
One of the strongest arguments for austerity contributing to and suicide risk comes from Nikolaos 
Antonakakis and Alan Collins (2014) entitled ‘The Impact of Fiscal Austerity on Suicide: On 
the Empirics of a Modern Greek Tragedy’; a paper that has been the basis of many new stories 
around the world, with headlines such as “Austerity in Greece caused more than 500 male suicides, 
say researchers” (The Guardian, 2014.) and “Austerity And Suicide: The Case of Greece”, (Forbes, 
2014) as well as being cited by hundreds of academic papers as evidence to the dangers of austerity. 
(Including Mills 2016)  
 
The wide use of the paper is a testament to the strength of its statistical argument. The research is, 
as its title denotes, an attempt to make an empirical claim that austerity has contributed to excess 
suicide in Greece. Antonakakis and Collins make clear in the first page of the report that whilst 
the research of others (Notably Chen et al 2012) has aptly shown a correlation between the 
economic disruption of the recession - Including joblessness and financial strain - and the increased 
incidence of suicides, few papers at the time specifically investigated the effects of fiscal austerity 
(public expenditure reductions) on suicide. 
 
To establish a link with suicide more specifically, Antonakakis and Collins perform an analysis of 
statistics from the World Health Organization WHO’s Mortality Database ranging from the years 
1968-2009 and then use estimation techniques based on newspaper reports of police statistics to 
extend statistics up until the year 2011. This may seem strange considering the report was written 
in 2014, but the unavailability of suicide statistics from the Greek government has impeded many 
researchers aiming to gain a solid grasp of up-to-date trends and Antonakakis and Collins are 
equally hampered by this.  
 
But then the crucial question: How do Antonakakis and Collins distinguish between suicides 
related to austerity and those related to the effects of the wider recession?  
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Essentially, Antonakakis and Collins’ refer to figures that serve as ‘proxies’ for austerity. After all, 
austerity does not have an exact statistical form and to an extent, has to be defined by the researcher 
studying it. In this case, general government final consumption expenditure took on the role of 
representing ‘Austerity’, which Antonakakis and Collins later divide by GDP to create a figure 
that takes economic downturn into account. To test their model for robustness, Antonakakis and 
Collins also used tax, public debt and budget deficit as proxies for austerity.  
 
Interestingly, to stabilize their calculations and minimize potential errors, Antonakakis and Collins 
include social indicators that may be associated with cultural changes, such as fertility rates, 
divorce rates and alcohol consumption from the OECD health database. These, they argue (via 
reference to Durkheim 1897) are representative of social integration and disintegration 
respectively, which are shown to correlate with suicide. They refer to Andres (2005) in their 
assertion that fertility rates suggest individuals have more social ties and responsibilities. However, 
this link is somewhat undermined by the research of Economu et al (2013) that found depression 
and suicide ideation more prevalent amongst married Greek men during the financial crisis - 
Perhaps due to household tension.  
 
Antonakakis and Collins also used per capita real GDP growth to account for business cycles and 
market fluctuation.  
 
Antonakakis and Collins then make two hypotheses. The first is simply that austerity is positively 
correlated with the incidence of suicide. However the second is far more complex and nuanced: 
 
“ Fiscal austerity will impact significantly differently across age cohorts. Specifically, we 
postulate that older age cohorts will be more likely to commit suicide as a consequence of 
fiscal austerity than younger age cohorts, given their reliance on fixed incomes and arguably 
less suicide offsetting behaviours (such as migration) being perceived to be available to them.” 






As Antonakakis and Collins included many social indicators, their calculations produce results 
that both address austerity directly, as well as provide interesting findings around the periphery of 
the topic.  
 
“Our empirical findings suggest that fiscal austerity, higher unemployment rates, negative 
economic growth and reduced fertility rates lead to significant increases on overall suicide 
rates in Greece,” 
Antonakakis and Collins (2014, pg 40) 
 
However, regarding the effect of austerity specifically, this trend appeared to only be significant 
for males: 
 
“We find that the effects of fiscal austerity and economic growth are gender-specific, as fiscal 
austerity measures and negative economic growth significantly increase male suicide rates, 
while no significant effects of fiscal austerity and negative economic growth on female suicide 
rates could be identified.” 
-Antonakakis and Collins (2016) 
 
Interestingly, on average, a decrease of 1% in the Greek government deficit correlated with a 1% 
increase in male suicide rates. Antonakakis and Collins go on to claim that 19.3% of all male 
suicides throughout the years studied, were only because of fiscal austerity and for the period; the 







Consequence and Critique 
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1. Causation or Correlation? 
 
Following the publication of ‘The Impact of Fiscal Austerity on Suicide: On the Empirics of a 
Modern Greek Tragedy’, notable publications began to use the report as evidence for causation. 
For example,  one headline reads “Greek austerity has caused more than 500 male suicides – 
report”, (RT, 2014)  
 
This is presumably less delicate wording than Antonakakis and Collins would have chosen 
themselves. It should also be acknowledged that the paper at hand does not make automatic and 
intuitive sense to an observer not educated in statistics - Indeed, the various ‘proxies’ used by 
Antonakakis and Collins may worry some readers as to the validity of their findings. However, the 
findings of the paper have been supported by further analysis by Stathopoulou et al (2018), who 
found that self-reported depression followed similar trends consistent to those reported by 
Antonakakis and Collins despite the use of different methodological means. Antonakakis and 
Collins’ findings were also supported by the analysis of Branas et al (2015) who studied the 
chronological occurrence of Greek suicides and found that suicide correlated highly with the 
specific months in which austerity measures were publicly announced.   
 
However, this is not to say that there was no criticism of the report. For example Toffolutti and 
Suhrcke (2019), who argue: 
 
“... that Antonakakis and Collins (2014) do not really examine the role of austerity, but rather 
the association between a set of fiscal variables and suicides.” 
- Toffolutti and Suhrcke (2019) 
 
To an extent this could be seen as a critique of the empirical model generally; Without robust 
explanations for the exact mechanism by which various social indicators lead to an increase in 
suicides, Antonakakis and Collins could be said to have shown correlation and not causation. 
However, this is a methodological critique and Toffolutti and Suhrcke’s (2019) own analysis 
produces results that indeed point to a measurable relationship between austerity and suicide; In a 
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study of 28 EU nations between 1991-2013, austerity policies were shown to result in a 2.8% 
increase suicide-related mortality. 
 
As Branas et al (2014) also point out that there are many factors that muddy any attempt to establish 
a direct causative link between government response to suicides that followed and refer to the 
widely reported case of a pensioner killing themselves outside the parliament buildings in Athens. 
The case was subsequently publicised by the Greek media and may have contributed to copy-cat 
suicides.  
 
“More importantly, this same individual’s suicide was repeatedly covered across many news 
outlets as a stand-alone story that included the victim’s name, method of suicide, 
precipitating life events, and quotes from a suicide note, all aspects of media reporting on 
suicide that have been statistically associated with or hypothesised to create copycat suicide 
behaviour.” 
-Branas et al (2014)  
 
This serves as a reminder of the impossibility of pinning down a single ‘causative’ agent among a 
chaotic system and that institutions beyond just the government (In this case, the media.) may 
influence the suicides that initially seem to be linked to government action.    
 
2. Can Hope Be Found in Preventative Measures?  
 
Antonakakis and Collins’ research also demonstrates the need for governments to act proactively 
to prevent suicides during times of recession.  It might also be the case that a country undergoing 
austerity measures can also enact policies that mitigate the negative effects. In the case of Greece, 
where Antonakakis and Collins themselves refer to the large-scale reduction of public sector 
employment as a ‘core’ of the Greek fiscal austerity, it might well be that active labour 
programmes can mitigate or counteract entirely the increased suicidal risk associated with austerity.   
 
Rachiotis et al (2015) eloquently point out:  
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“Crucially, historical evidence shows that increases in suicides during hard economic times are 
not inevitable. Some countries have been able to break the link between suicide and job loss by 
establishing active labour market programmes, whereby those losing jobs are given hope, with 
opportunities such as retraining exchange of information, and support for those with 
disabilities. ”  
         Rachiotis et al (2015) pg 5 
 
Rachiotis et al (2015) go on to point out that in Finland, between 1990 and 1993, despite a fivefold 
increase in unemployment, suicide rates dropped steadily. Sweden also enacted labour market 
programmes that countered the effects of economic recession and gave unemployed individuals 
the opportunity to quickly find new work.  
 
A similar trend was shown by Stuckler et al (2009), who found that rising unemployment rates did 
not affect suicides providing active labour programmes were enacted and workers were able to 
quickly rejoin the workforce. 
 
3. The Limits of A Purely Quantitative Model? 
 
Although the findings of Antonakakis and Collins can be shown to be robust and thought-
provoking, the quantitative approach they have adopted ultimately only scratches the surface of 
the issue at hand. Crucially, although it presents us with the statistical fact of suicide, the data 
provided shed little light on the how or the why behind the trends it establishes, nor does it gives 
those affected by such trends much in the way of their own voice or their own story.  
 
However, others have stepped in to try to fill these gaps. Ingvars and Gíslason (2018) viewed 
Antonakakis and Collins’ findings through a phenomenological lens, theorizing that the economic 
crisis and the increase in male suicides pointed to the destruction of Greek male’s self-identity as 
‘provider’; a cultural distinction that may be more or less significant in other countries. They also 
went on to cite Judith Butler’s and Athina Athanasiou’s (2013) discussion in which it is reported 




The views of Ingvars and Gíslason (2018) highlight the need for phenomenological theory to 
accompany such figures; the need for the story behind the numbers. In the preceding section, we 
will evaluate one such attempt to tell the stories behind a very different kind of austerity in the 
United Kingdom.   
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-Part Two -  




“I say to those watching today and who are genuinely sick, disabled or are retired. You have 
nothing to fear. This government and this party don’t regard caring for the needy as a 
burden. It is a proud duty to provide financial security to the most vulnerable members of 
our society and this will not change. This is our contract with the most vulnerable.”  
 
Secretary of State for Work and Pensions Iain Duncan Smith, October 2010  
as quoted by Spartacus Network (2015) 
 
 
In terms of GDP, the recession felt by the United Kingdom was significantly milder than that of 
Greece, falling by a mere 4.32% between the years 2009-2010 before resuming a steady increase 
for nearly an entire decade. (OECD 2021) 
 
However, despite this, many British individuals and households began to feel the effects of 
austerity.  According to Oxfam (2013),  the budget cuts overseen by the coalition government of 
2010 had been the largest decrease in state spending since the Second World War.  Oxfam also 
cites a study by The Institute for Fiscal Studies (Brewer,  et al 2011)that found that the coalition 
government’s changes to tax and benefits would result in increases to both absolute and relative 
poverty in working adults as well as children.  
 
Furthermore, austerity cuts as they occurred in the UK, have been seen to disproportionate hinder 
those already affected by disabilities: In 2008 the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) 
introduced what is known as The Work Capability Assessment (WCA) which is used to assess 
whether disabled or handicapped individuals are entitled to claim benefits or are deemed fit to 
work. As noted by Hansford et al (2019), these tests are carried out by private sector organisations 
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that have been outsourced by the government and introduce an additional layer of welfare 
conditionality that had not previously been so stringent.  
 
Backlash to The WCA and British austerity generally bubbled up in various ways; Notably with 
the 2016 film I David, Blake and the existence of counter-austerity groups such as DPAC (Disabled 
People Against Cuts.)  
 
One of the most biting criticisms comes of the policies of the time comes from Professor Philip 
Alston, United Nations Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights:  
 
“Although the provision of social security to those in need is a public service and a vital 
anchor to prevent people being pulled into poverty, the policies put in place since 2010 are 
usually discussed under the rubric of austerity.  But this framing leads the inquiry in the 
wrong direction.  In the area of poverty-related policy, the evidence points to the conclusion 

















Figure 14: Age-Standardised suicide rates (with 95 per cent confidence limits) by sex, 
England and Wales, 2000-2018 
 
Source: Office of National Statistics (UK) (2020) 
  
The chart above makes clear the gender gap at play in the rate of suicide occurrence in England 
and Wales. As well as the difference in the overall rate, what becomes apparent is the higher degree 
of variability in male suicide occurrence when compared to the relative consistency of the female 
occurrence rate. However, as we can see from the early 2000s, this fluctuation was present before 
the recession began, at least, in the form of a declining rate seen before 2006 when the rate reached 
a low point of 14.8.  
 
However, to focus upon the recession, what becomes pertinent are the two ‘spikes’ in male suicide 
occurrence that we can see in 2008 (A rate of 15.6) and 2012, when the occurrence rate hits its 
peak of 16.8. A closer look also reveals a significant difference between these two ‘spikes’; the 
2008 spike, although less severe in magnitude, can be seen to move in tandem with the female 
occurrence rate, which similarly experienced a relatively sharp increase (of 0.5) from the year 
before.  
 
The 2012 increase in male occurrence rates, although more dramatic, does not seem to correlate 
with the female occurrence rate for that period, which is relatively consistent. This might suggest 
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that the phrases of a recession (It’s initial shock as opposed to the aftermath of that shock) may 
have affected the genders in different ways.   
 
Furthermore, a landmark study by Barr et al (2012) established that suicides occurred more 
frequently in the areas of England hit hardest by the effects of the recession, which were already 
the most impoverished. This along with counter-austerity research such as Antonakakis and 
Collins (2014) and a mounting list of individuals seemingly committing suicide in response to 
austerity cuts began to raise serious concerns, many of which are given a voice in the paper we are 
about to discuss in detail.  
 
 
‘Dead people don't claim’: a psychopolitical autopsy of UK austerity suicides’ by China Mills 
 
In 2017,  China Mills of the University of Sheffield (UK) published a paper entitled ‘Dead people 
don't claim’: a psychopolitical autopsy of UK austerity suicides’, which suggests that more the 
stringent welfare conditionality that resulted directly from austerity policies made by the UK’s 
Conservative government has actively caused measurable suicides and distress.  
 
“This paper develops and utilizes an analytic framework of psychopolitical autopsy to explore 
media coverage of ‘austerity suicide’ and to take seriously the psychic life of austerity...  
 
Drawing on three distinct yet interrelated areas of literature (the politics of affect and 
psychosocial dynamics of welfare, post and anti-colonial psychopolitics, and critical 
suicidology), the paper aims to better understand how austerity ‘kills’.” 
 
Mills, (2016, pg 1) 
 
It is important to acknowledge at this point that establishing a causal relationship between austerity 
and suicide is not the primary goal of ‘Dead people don't claim’. Rather, Mills briefly cites several 
papers (Including Antonakakis and Collins, 2014) that she argues establish this link before putting 





Instead, Mills’ work is a textual analysis, the materials of which include cases from 30 different 
suicides seen to be linked to austerity and welfare reform and that occurred between the years 
2009-2015.  Each of these suicides was reported in either local or national newspapers through the 
UK and details of the individuals affected have been achieved on the websites of two activist 
groups: Calum’s List and the Black Triangle campaign.  
 
Newspapers, Mills insists, play an important role in the framing of austerity suicides and 
henceforth any analysis of newspaper coverage of economic suicides also reflects upon various 
norms of the society they occur in. In the case of the UK, Mills argues:  
 
“Newspapers also play a key role in the (re)production of mass stigmatization of people who 
claim benefits and the creation of a punitive anti-welfare common-sense.”  
Mills, (2015) pg 6  
 
Crucially, Mills argues, British newspapers tend to report upon economic suicides as issues purely 
of individual mental health and are presented as isolated incidents rather than part of a growing 
trend that perhaps has a narrative and a relationship with structural change. In this way, Mills 
illustrates just how deeply many of the factors affecting the less-fortunate are baked into our 
cultures and lived experiences; a concept that a more empirical perspective may have been unable 
to express.  
 
Mills argues that the psychological impact of coming to understand oneself as an economic burden 
(ie, burdensomeness.)can be seen through austerity suicides.  
 
Whilst a conservative critic might argue that it was not the austerity that kills, but rather these 
particular individuals' unreasonable dependency on the state Mill’s argues that the fostering of this 
dependency is itself the heart of the matter. Dependency is central, she argues (pg 5) and this 
dependency is born of a ‘Eugenic Logic’ that stigmatizes both the inability to work as well as the 
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dependency on state welfare until individuals are forced to define themselves as a ‘burden’ to their 
families and society.  
 
Under the section ‘Killed by benefits cuts’: trajectories of causality’ (pg 7), Mills refers to the 
many emotive cases of individuals that have taken their own lives in what seems to be a response 
to budget cuts - For example, those that refer to government actions in suicide notes or whose 
family attribute a degree of blame to such actions.  
 
In particular, Mills refers to the case of Stephanie Bottril who seemingly took her own life in 
response to a reduction of her housing benefits that some referred to as ‘The Bedroom Tax’ because 
it saw greater reduction for individuals with additional unused rooms in their houses; specifically 
14% reduction in payments for a spare bedroom and 25% for two spare bedrooms.  (Gov. UK, 
2021)  
 
Bottril’s suicide note ended with the damning sentence: 
 
“...the only people to blame are the government.”  
(Stephanie Botrill, as quoted by BBC 2013) 
 
Such argument probes areas of debate that otherwise would have been inaccessible and adds to the 
voices of those affected by austerity suicides. Mills has been able to express that which a purely 
statistical approach cannot: The atmosphere of suffering that surrounds economic suicide - The 







Consequence and Critique  
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1. Beyond Burdensomeness   
 
Hjelmeland and Knizek (2019) cite Mills in a general critique of the interpersonal theory of suicide: 
 
“All these examples illustrate that burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness can be far 
from mere perceptions, and one of the most serious problems with the IPTS is that it so 
completely disregards the context making some people suicidal.”  
-Hjelmeland and Knizek (2019, pg4) 
 
By ‘context’, Hjelmeland and Knizek presumably include the material realities individuals are 
surrounded by as well as the lived experiences of individuals. They point out, for example, the 
impact of sexual trauma as a highly-correlates with suicide but that the IPTS model seems to have 
little room for. They also express concerns that burdensomeness as a concept is perhaps too vague 
to be of any real practicality; mentioning the limited practicality in capturing evidence of 
burdensomeness in questionnaires.   
 
Another example of context which seems absent from Mills’ framework is the psychological 
experience of insolvable debt, which has been shown in numerous cases ( ie Li et al 2020, Amit et 
al 2020, Mattei et al 2020) to be a correlating factor with suicide.  One might wonder whether the 
psychological experience of burdensomeness is as significant of a risk factor as indebtedness and 
the sensation of having ‘The Wolf at The Door.’  
 
A potential blindspot of Mills framework is implied by the work of Chandler (2019). Whilst 
agreeing with Mills core argument, Chandler expands the discussion in areas that aim to account 
for the male-female discrepancy in suicides. To do this, Chandler suggests that suicides may result 
not only from thwarted belongingness, but also from thwarted privilege, which Chandler argues 
is a more consistent way of explaining the methods of suicide (or violence against others) used by 
men.  Indeed, the framework suggested by Mills does little to explain the methods of suicide 
selected by individuals.  
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Finally, a dimension that remains implied but unexplored by Dead People Don’t Claim is the 
distinction between suicide as protest as opposed to suicide which is a response to a situation 
perceived as hopeless. As Mills and others have pointed out, there have been notable cases in 
which suicide notes explicitly blame the government, or the widely publicised case of a pensioner 
killing himself in the public square near the parliament buildings in Athens or of the writer Paul 
Reekie whose suicide was charged with symbolic meaning:  
 
"I thought I would let you know that Paul took his own life. He didn't leave a note but he 
laid out two letters on his table. One was notifying him that his housing benefit had been 
stopped. The other was notifying him that his incapacity benefit had been stopped.” 
 
Friend of Paul Reekie, (as quoted from The Scotsman 2010) 
 
These suicides that can be explicitly linked to austerity contain an element of self-assertion and 
spite that may be atypical of suicides at large, and this dynamic remains unexplored by the current 
framework. 
 
2. The Last Straw Fallacy 
 
Mills puts forward ample evidence to illustrate the extent to which austerity can act as a final straw 
to individuals who have tolerated financial hardships. However, here again, we must be careful as 
to what degree this counts as causation; Specifically, we must be careful not to rely upon what 
Cusick and Peter (2015) call The Last Straw Fallacy by assuming that the immediate 
circumstances surrounding a suicide take precedent over the myriad of other contributing factors 
that have led up to the outcome of suicide. 
 
In other words, it is not the reduction of “20 pounds per week”, but rather the structural poverty 
and debt-spirals that individuals find themselves in which give this figure its terrible significance.  
 




 ‘although a catalyst may appear to be obvious, suicide is seldom the result of a single factor 
or event and is likely to have several interrelated causes’  
 
(Samaritans spokesperson as quoted by Mills (pg 11) via BBC 2013). 
 
However, this does not prevent Mills from making more direct accusations, particularly towards 
the government: 
 
“People are killing themselves because they feel exactly the way the Government is telling 
them they should feel – a burden. Put another way, people are killing themselves because 
austerity is killing them.”  
Mills (2016, pg 14) 
 
Mills uses the phrase ‘austerity kills’ four times throughout the paper, which strongly denotes 
direct causation and may be imprecise wording. One of the sharpest criticisms that can be made of 
Mill’s work is that she seems to conflate ‘Austerity’ with ‘Welfare conditionality’, whereas 
austerity is an umbrella term for a wide range of cutbacks, not only those seen on the level of social 
protection. Hypothetically, a version of austerity that saw cutbacks to environmental protection, 
but left social protection intact, would not run into the dangers Mills has described - In other words, 
it’s not the budget cuts themselves, but where these cuts are made.   
 
The only compromise is to acknowledge that austerity as a term doesn’t always mean the same 
things - Indeed, it comes in many forms. Mills might be more precise to say, for example, ‘Welfare 
conditionality kills’  
3. The Polemical Nature of British Politics  
 
In reading the terms such as the ‘Psychic life’ and ‘psychosocial’, the reader may infer that Mills 
is to take on a critical, phenomenological approach. At this point, it must be remarked, that 
however valid Mill’s analysis maybe, some uninitiated readers may be left confused and 
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unpersuaded by such language, whilst those critical of Butler-esque theory may already have 
reservations.  
 
Furthermore, whilst it is true that to many the arguments put forward by Mills will be easily 
accepted and seem self-evident,  there are many aspects of the arguments presented that may feel 
incomplete or unpersuasive to readers of an opposing mindset; Conservatives. Although Mills 
begins the paper with many concrete and easily accessible examples of suffering under austerity, 
she quickly begins to introduce more academic terms that require far more background reading 
and give a clue to the framework and perspectives through which Mills is viewing her topic. For 
example, Mill’s refers to the ‘The psychic life of Austerity’ (pg 5), by which she is referring to the 
psychological impact (pg 13) austerity has on people. At this point the uninitiated reader may need 
to study the term separately; and in doing so, will learn that the term ‘Psychic life’ leads back to 
the works of Judith Butler (1997), herself deeply influenced by Hegelian and Foucauldian 
perspectives.  
 
Even policymakers that agree with Mills may struggle to translate Mills’ theoretic framework into 
pragmatic, actionable terms; How might government contribute to a healthy psychic life? Despite 
the importance of such a question, when posed like this, the question seems perhaps too lofty, 







-Part Three -  
Discussion  
A digested version of the dynamics explored in the two papers discussed above might look 
something like this:   
 
Figure 15: Impacts of Austerity on Suicide Risk 
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Much like in the Paes-Sousa et al (2019) model, ‘Impacts of the crisis/austerity compound on 
health’, factors are filtered through each other, where possible, until the final result; In Paes-
Sousa’s case increased general mortality, and in ours, increased suicide. Secondly, where Paes-
Sousa’s model shows the influence of the recession generally, the model above uses recession only 
as an impetus for austerity responses within the government ‘sphere’ and these policy decisions 
are then filtered through various other factors.  
 
In response to the research discussed in this paper, the model above also includes an additional 
‘sphere’ to include the influence of culture. As argued persuasively by Mills in Dead People Don’t 
Claim, the media has a particularly important influence in framing suicides and contributes to the 
stigmatization of welfare recipients and as we have seen from Branas et al (2014), the widespread 
reportage of certain suicides can also contribute to suicides. Although it could be argued that this 
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over-complicates the model, to omit the filtering effect of culture would be to imply a direct line 
of causation from government policy to increased suicide, which would be overly simplistic and 
misleading. Indeed, the goal of the model is to express as directly as possible the fact that a 
simplistic line of singular culpability cannot be made to the government, culture, or individuals, 
per ce. 
 
The model also aims to convey the extent to which the dynamics of austerity upon suicide can 
seem cyclical and self-propelling. It might be noted that ‘More stringent welfare conditionality’ 
both feeds into ‘Loss of individual and household purchasing power’, which has an indirect effect 
on suicide risk,  whilst also has a direct link to suicide risk. This is an attempt to incorporate the 
effect of economic hardship on individuals in Greece explored by Antonakakis and Collins as well 
as the more immediate ‘last straw’ effect that emerged from our discussion of Mills’ work.  
 
It must be noted that this model fails to express many phenomenology aspects of suicide: An 
idividuals’ choice of method, for instance, or the issue of access to means of suicide. However, 
any model attempting to reflect the multi-factorial nature of suicide can be criticised for failing to 
include certain influences. The model here does not claim to reflect a total picture of the 
phenomenon of suicide, but rather offers a way of conceptualizing the dynamics discussed in the 
two research papers and hopefully form a bridge of sorts from the empirical model used by 
Antonakakis and Collins (2014) and the phenomenological perspective brought by Mills (2016).  
 
Constructive use of this model might be to further examine the dotted lines linking factors and ask 
ourselves whether links in the chain of factors can be weakened or broken entirely. The example 
of enacted labour market programmes in Sweden and Finland brought up by Rachiotis et al (2015) 
show an initiative that would soften the blow of Reduction to Public Sector Employment, thereby 
avoiding the subsequent effects shown in the model. Could initiatives be targeted to other parts of 






What is clear from a parallel reading of these two texts is that it is only by seeing the problem of 
economic suicides from multiple perspectives that its various dimensions become apparent.  It is 
only through the statistical analysis of Antonakakis and Collins that a concrete view of the trend 
of austerity suicides as sociological fact is established and only through the phenomenological 
textual analysis put forward by Mills that the extent of culturally enforced suffering becomes 
palpable.  
 
Given the strength of the arguments, it is at this point uncontroversial to say that austerity, as we 
have known it, has contributed to a significant number of avoidable deaths in recent decades. 
However, the preceding discussion hopefully highlights the need for precise use of language whilst 
making claims about incredibly complicated topics. As the model generated through this 
discussion (Impacts of Austerity on Suicide Risk) shows,  Whilst generalities like ‘Austerity 
kills’ may gain media attention and even find a place in the public consciousness, there’s a danger 
that vague language is ultimately unactionable and unconstructive when we consider the fuller 
picture of the many factors at play.  
 
What remains to be seen is a more nuanced dialogue about how exactly these lives have been lost, 
which aspects of austerity are most harmful and whether all forms of austerity seen throughout the 
world are equally dangerous. It is only then that policymakers will have the information they need 
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